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(57) Abstract 

This invention relates to a cellular radio system comprising a mobile telephone exchange (MSC), base stations (BTS1 to BTS5) and 
mobile stations (MS), the geographical area covered by the cellular radio system being divided into location areas (LAI to LA3) and the 
mobile stations being arranged to send location update messages to the base stations (BTS 1 to BTS5). In order that the number of mobile 
stations located in the area may be ascertained more accurately than before, the system comprises storing means for monitoring (6) location 
update messages and for storing data contained in the location update messages in a memory means (7), and means (6) for transmitting the 
data stored in the memory means further to the operator of the system, for an estimation of the need of capacity for the different parts of 
the system on the basis of the stored data. 
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Method of estimating the need of capacity for different parts 
of a cellular radio system 



This invention relates to a method of estimating the need of capac- 
5 ity for different parts of a cellular radio system divided into location areas, mo- 
bile stations being arranged to send location update messages to the other 
parts of the system in predetermined situations. The invention relates further 
to a cellular radio system comprising a mobile telephone exchange, base sta- 
tions and mobile stations, the geographical area covered by the cellular radio 

10 system being divided into location areas and the mobile stations being ar- 
ranged to send location update messages by radio to the base stations in pre- 
determined situations. 

This invention relates to determining so-called Hot-Spot locations in 
a cellular radio system, which means finding possible bottlenecks as to the re- 

15 quired traffic capacity. A problem associated with planning cellular radio sys- 
tems consists in estimating the traffic capacity needed. Cellular radio systems 
are generally dimensioned by assuming that all mobile stations belonging to 
the system do not communicate simultaneously, but the aim of the dimen- 
sioning is to find the maximum conceivable number of telephones which are 

20 assumed to communicate in practice at a predetermined moment, after which 
the system is dimensioned in such a way that it is capable of coping with this 
load. In order that the dimensioning of the system at least to some extent may 
be based on reality (and not only on guesswork) within a predetermined geo- 
graphical area, it is necessary to find out the number of mobile stations simul- 

25 taneously located within said area. 

Solutions for finding out the number of mobile stations located in a 
predetermined area are previously known, whereby the number of mobile sta- 
tions is found out on the basis of measurement reports of active mobile sta- 
tions (call going on). This means that, in a GSM (Global System for Mobile 

30 communications) system, for instance, active mobile stations measure con- 
tinuously, while being on a traffic channel, besides the signal strengths of their 
own base stations, also signals from six strongest neighbouring base stations 
and transmit reports on measurement results continuously to the other parts of 
the system. However, the most significant drawback of this known solution is 

35 that it is based expressly on detecting active mobile stations. This means in 
practice that only those mobile stations through which a call is going on at said 
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moment are taken into consideration. It is clear that this way of detection may 
give a rather distorted picture of the number of mobile stations actually located 
in the area, because passive phones located in the area, meaning those mo- 
bile stations through which no call is going on at said moment, are not consid- 
5 ered in any way. However, the number of passive phones may be rather big, 
for which reason they should absolutely be taken into consideration when the 
system is dimensioned. 

An object of this invention is to solve the above problem and to fa- 
cilitate the dimensioning of the cellular radio system in such a way that the real 

10 number of phones located in a predetermined geographical area could be 
taken into consideration at the dimensioning better than before. This object is 
achieved by the method according to the invention, which is characterized in 
that for an estimation of the need of capacity in a predetermined geographical 
area: a new location area covering said area is defined for the system; said 

1 5 new location area is defined to be the location area of the base stations lo- 
cated in said area, at least during the time of estimating the need of capacity; 
location update messages transmitted from the new location area are moni- 
tored; statistics are kept on the location update messages detected, these sta- 
tistics including an information on at least the number of location update mes- 

20 sages received from the area; and the need of capacity for the area is esti- 
mated on the basis of the data stored in said statistics . 

The invention is based on the idea that the number of mobile sta- 
tions located in a predetermined area can be estimated more accurately than 
before by compiling statistics on location update requests/messages trans- 

25 mitted from the mobile stations to the other parts of the system, said requests 
being transmitted by the mobile stations in a manner known per se to the other 
parts of the system in predetermined situations anyway, for instance when 
they move from a location area to another or at predetermined intervals. When 
a new location area is initially created for the area to be monitored, the size 

30 (surface area) of which new area can be considerably smaller (for instance a 
single radio cell or a few of them) than the location areas used normally, the 
need of capacity can be ascertained accurately within the very area which is of 
interest. When statistics are kept on location update messages during a rela- 
tively long period, the number of phones in the area can be found out more 

35 accurately than before, because the number of passive mobile stations can be 
detected as well. The most significant advantage of the method of the inven- 
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tion is thus that it gives a more accurate picture of the number of phones lo- 
cated in the predetermined geographical area of interest, whereby potential 
bottlenecks concerning the capacity of the system can be found more easily 
than previously, and that the method of the invention can be applied by very 
5 small measures to existing systems by means of a software. 

In a preferred embodiment of the method of the invention, a radio 
cell-specific information is maintained on from which location area mobile sta- 
tions are coming when they send location update messages to a predeter- 
mined radio cell. This embodiment of the invention enables that statistics can 

10 be kept on the movements of the mobile stations. Accordingly, in the vicinity of 
harbours, airports and frontier crossing points, for instance, it is possible to 
keep statistics on where the mobile stations "turning up" come from. 

In a second preferred embodiment of the method of the invention, a > 
message is initially sent to the mobile stations belonging to the system, the 

15 message making the mobile stations shorten that cyclic time period during 
which they at least once send a location update message to the other parts of 
the system. By means of this preferred embodiment of the invention, it is pos- 
sible to make sure in advance that a location update message is received' 
during a relatively short monitoring period from as many mobile stations as 

20 possible. 

In a third preferred embodiment of the method of the invention, an 
information on the number of those mobile stations located in the area from 
which a connection, such as a call, is going on at a predetermined moment is 
also entered into the statistics. This embodiment enables a more accurate es- 

25 timation of the need of capacity than before, because an information on the 
number of both passive (no call going on) and active (a call going on) mobile 
stations can then be entered into the same statistics. 

Another object of the invention is a cellular radio system to which 
the method of the invention can be applied. The cellular radio system of the 

30 invention is characterized in that the system comprises storing means ar- 
ranged in a base station controller for monitoring location update messages 
received by base stations and for storing data contained in the location update 
messages in a memory means in response to detecting a location update 
message, and means for transmitting the data stored in the memory means 

35 further to an operator of the system for an estimation of the need of capacity 
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for the different parts of the system on the basis of the data stored in the 
memory means. 

According to the invention, it is preferable to monitor location up- 
date messages expressly in a base station controller, via which location up- 
5 date messages are transmitted anyway. Accordingly, applying the invention 
does not require any additional new components in the system, but the inven- 
tion can also be applied to existing systems by reprogramming the base sta- 
tion controllers. This enables an estimation of the need of capacity without 
significant additional costs. 
10 The preferred embodiments of the method and the cellular radio 

system of the invention appear from the attached dependent claims 2 to 4 and 
5 to 7. 

In the following, the invention is described in more detail by way of 
example with reference to the attached figures, in which 
15 Figure 1 shows a flow diagram of a first preferred embodiment of a 

method of the invention, 

Figure 2 shows a block diagram of a first preferred embodiment of a 
cellular radio system of the invention, and 

Figure 3 illustrates statistics to be kept in a base station controller of 

20 Figure 2. 

Figure 1 shows a first preferred embodiment of the method accord- 
ing to the invention. The flow diagram of Figure 1 can be applied for instance 
to ascertaining the need of capacity for a GSM cellular radio system in use in a 
predetermined area, i.e. to finding out how many mobile stations are located in 
25 the predetermined area and whether the system has sufficient capacity to 
serve said area efficiently. A monitoring period as per the flow diagram of Fig- 
ure 1 can preferably be carried out in the predetermined area twice a year, for 
instance, which gives a picture of how the number of mobile stations located in 
the area changes. 

30 In block A, a new Location Area LA is defined for the system, which 

area covers the geographical area to be monitored. By this method step, the 
advantage is achieved that the location area to be monitored will be relatively 
small, which means that much information on the mobile stations moving in 
said area is received during a short time. In other words, the smaller the loca- 

35 tion areas of the system are, the more often the mobile stations moving within 
the coverage area of the system have to perform location updatings. If it is de- 
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sirable to shorten the monitoring period during which location update mes- 
sages are entered into statistics, it is possible to send the mobile stations be- 
longing to the system a predetermined message, which makes the mobile sta- 
tions shorten that cyclic time period during which they at least once send a lo- 
5 cation update message to the other parts of the system. 

In block B, control messages are sent to those base stations which 
are located in a geographical area covered by the new location area, the mes- 
sages making said base stations change their location area to the new loca- 
tion area. 

10 In block C, a monitoring of location update messages is started. 

Said monitoring is implemented according to the invention preferably in a base 
station controller, via which the location update messages are transmitted from 
the base stations to a mobile telephone exchange anyway. 

The monitoring continues until the operator requests a report on re- 

1 5 suits in block D. In practice, this may take place for instance in such a way that 
the base station controller receives a message, which makes it interrupt the 
keeping of the statistics and send the collected data to the operator. Alterna- 
tively, the base station controller may maintain a timer from the beginning, 
whereby the base station controller sends a report to the operator, when the 

20 timer has gone off after a predetermined time period. 

If a location update message from a mobile station has been de- 
tected in block E, block F is entered, where at least an information on the old 
location area contained in the location update message and an information on 
via which base station the location update message was received are stored in 

25 the statistics. The base station controller receives this information for instance 
directly by identifying the transmission channel of which base station the loca- 
tion update message was detected. Accordingly, the statistics receive a base 
station-specific information on from which location area mobile stations come 
to the radio cell maintained by said base station. 

30 When the operator requests a report on results in block D (or when 

the timer has gone off), block G is entered, where the data collected in the 
statistics are sent to the operator, on the basis of which data it is possible to 
conclude the number of mobile stations located in the area to be monitored 
and the amount of the traffic capacity needed there. 

35 Upon estimation of the needed traffic capacity, the new location 

area can be removed from the system and the base stations commanded 
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there can be returned to their original location areas. Correspondingly, a new 
message can be sent to the mobile stations, which message makes the mobile 
stations reset those parameters to the initial value which define the length of 
that cyclic time period during which they at least once send a location update 
5 message to the other parts of the system. 

Figure 2 shows a block diagram of the first preferred embodiment of 
the cellular radio system according to the invention. The cellular radio system 
shown in Figure 2 may be for instance part of a GSM system. A mobile station 
of the GSM system sends a location update message in a manner known per 

10 se to the other parts of the system when being in a passive state (IDLE mode), 
which means that no call is going on, when: 

said mobile station moves to monitor a base station belonging to 
another location area. In practice, this generally means that the mobile station 
has moved from one place to another, whereby signals from the base station it 

15 was monitoring originally are received with a lower quality than signals from 
some other base station. If this other base station then belongs to another lo- 
cation area, the mobile station detects this from the signals sent by the base 
station, whereby the mobile station, while moving to monitor the new base sta- 
tion, informs of this to the other parts of the system by sending a location up- 

20 date message to the new base station. 

the mobile station has been switched off and it is switched on. Then 
the mobile station monitors and measures the base station signals it receives, 
chooses the base station whose signals are strongest and sends a location 
update message to said base station. 

25 a predetermined time has passed since the preceding location up- 

date message was sent (periodical update). From the Operations & Mainte- 
nance Centre of the system, the operator of the system may generally define 
for the mobile stations belonging to the system a time period during which 
each mobile station shall send a location updating. Depending on the situation, 

30 said time period may be for instance 10 to 60 min. Consequently, the mobile 
stations perform location updatings also when they remain in place. 

Figure 2 shows five radio cells 1 to 5 served by five base stations 
BTS1 to BTS5, respectively. The radio cells are divided into location areas in 
such a way that the radio cells 1 to 3 form a first location area LA1 , and the 

35 radio cells 4 and 5 illustrated by broken lines form a second location area LA2. 
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In a GSM system, the size of the location areas may be for instance 2 to 3 ra- 
dio cells. 

By increasing the number of cells belonging to the same location 
area, the number of location update messages occurring in the system, and 
5 simultaneously, the load of the system are reduced. On the other hand, if too 
many cells are combined in the same location area, a situation arises in which 
the area increases where the mobile station may be located (i.e. the accuracy 
weakens with which the location of the mobile station is known). Then the load 
of the network grows, because the number of those radio cells grows in which 

10 a call (paging) has to be sent to a predetermined mobile station in connection 
with a terminating call, for instance. Consequently, the size of the location area 
is practically a compromise between the above factors. 

In case of Figure 2, the base stations BTS4 and BTS5 are con- 
trolled by the same base station controller BSC1, the base station controller 

15 transmitting communication signals between the base stations BTS4 and 
BTS5 and the mobile telephone exchange MSC. The base stations BTS1 to 
BTS3 may be subject to the same base station controller BSC1 or some other 
base station controller. 

If the operator of the system of Figure 2 wishes to find out the num- 

20 ber of mobile stations in the area A (shown as lined), i.e. the potential need of 
capacity, he may define the area as a separate location area LA3. From Fig- 
ure 2 is seen that the base station BTS4 is located in the area A. Then the lo- 
cation area of the base station BTS4 is changed in the system (both in the 
base station controller BSC1 and the mobile telephone exchange controlling it) 

25 in such a way that its location area will be LAS (and not LA2, as before). After 
this, the location area LA2 comprises only the base station BTS5. 

Subsequently, control means 6 of the base station controller BSC1 
are arranged to control location update messages transmitted through it to the 
mobile telephone exchange MSC. In known cellular radio systems, location 

30 update messages are generally transmitted transparently through the base 
station controller to the mobile telephone exchange, i.e. the base station con- 
troller does not in any way process the data contained in the location update 
messages. Differing from that, the control unit 6 of the base station controller 
BSC1 detects according to the invention location update messages transmit- 

35 ted to the base station controller and stores data contained therein in a data- 
base 7. In addition to this, the base station controller also transmits the loca- 
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tion update messages forward to the mobile telephone exchange to be further 
processed in a way similar to the known solutions. 

In addition to the number of location update messages, the control 
unit 6 may be programmed to store in the database 7 also an information 
5 showing the number of those mobile stations located in the area A from which 
a connection, such as a call, is going on at a specific moment. When this in- 
formation is stored in the database 7 at predetermined intervals, a very accu- 
rate information on the number of mobile stations located in the area A is re- 
ceived through the database 7, which means that both the passive (no call 
1 0 going on) and active (a call going on) mobile stations are taken into considera- 
tion. 

As regards location update messages, the control unit 6 stores in 
the database 7 at least an information on which is the preceding location area 
of the mobile station that sent a location update message. This information is 

15 included in the location update message. Further, the identifier of that base 
station through which the location update message was received is also stored 
in the database 7. The base station controller receives this information from 
the fact that it knows in the communications channel of which base station the 
location update message was detected. 

20 Depending on the system, the control unit 6 may be provided with 

timer means, whereby it sends the data stored in the database 7 after a pre- 
determined time period further to a network management centre, from where 
the operator may utilize them, while the control unit 6 empties the content of 
the database and starts a new data collecting period. Alternatively, sending 

25 data to the operator and emptying the content of the database as described 
above may take place in response to a control message sent by the operator 
from the network management centre. 

Differing from the embodiment of Figure 2, location update mes- 
sages may naturally be detected and entered into statistics in some other part 

30 of the network, for instance in the mobile telephone exchange. In a GSM sys- 
tem, for instance, location update messages may then be entered into statis- 
tics only location area-specificly, and not radio cell-specificly, as in the em- 
bodiment of Figure 2. 

Figure 3 illustrates statistics to be kept in the base station controller 

35 of Figure 2. Base station-specific statistics on location update messages are 
kept in the base station controller. 
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From the statistics of Figure 3 is seen that 23 location update mes- 
sages in total have been received through the base station BTS4 during a 
monitoring period (24 hours, for instance). 10 of these messages have been 
received from the mobile stations the former location area of which was LA1 , 
5 which means that the mobile stations in question apparently have moved from 
cell 2 to cell 4 of Figure 2. Correspondingly, the base station BTS4 has re- 
ceived five location update messages from the mobile stations the former lo- 
cation area of which was LA2, which means that these mobile stations appar- 
ently have moved from cell 5 to cell 4 of Figure 2. Moreover, the base station 

10 BTS4 has received eight location update messages from the mobile stations 
the former location area of which was LA3, i.e. the same as the location area 
of the base station BTS4. Accordingly, the eight mobile stations in question 
have remained in place in cell 4, whereby the reason for sending location up- 
date messages has been the expiration of the time period described in con- 

15 nection with Figure 2 (during which period the mobile stations shall send a lo- 
cation update message), or alternatively, the mobile stations have been 
switched off temporarily, whereby they have sent a location update message 
upon being switched on. 

As regards the base station BTS5, the statistics of Figure 3 show 

20 that the base station in question has received totally 30 location update mes- 
sages, of which 15 come from the mobile stations arrived from cell 2 or 3 to 
cell 5 of Figure 2, 12 from the mobile stations which have remained in place in 
cell 5, and three from the mobile stations arrived from cell 4 to cell 5. 

It is to be understood that the above description and the figures re- 

25 lating to that are only intended to illustrate the present invention. Differeni 
variations and modifications of the invention will be obvious to persons skilled 
in the art without any deviations from the scope and spirit of the invention set 
forth in the attached claims. 
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CLAIMS 

1 . Method of estimating the need of capacity for different parts of a 
cellular radio system divided into location areas, mobile stations being ar- 
ranged to send location update messages to the other parts of the system in 

5 predetermined situations, characterized in that for an estimation of 
the need of capacity in a predetermined geographical area: 

a new location area covering said area is defined for the system, 
said new location area is defined to be the location area of the base 
stations located in said area, at least during the time of estimating the need of 
10 capacity, 

location update messages transmitted from the new location area 
are monitored, 

statistics are kept on the location update messages detected, these 
statistics including an information on at least the number of location update 
15 messages received from the area, and 

the need of capacity for the area is estimated on the basis of the 
data stored in said statistics. 

2. Method according to claim 1, characterized in that said 
statistics are kept in such a way that a radio cell-specific information on which 

20 was the former location area of the mobile station that sent a location update 
message through said radio cell is entered into the statistics. 

3. Method according to claim 1or2, characterized in that, 
for an estimation of the need of capacity for a predetermined geographical 
area, the method comprises as a preliminary phase a transmission of a mes- 

25 sage by radio to the mobile stations belonging to the system, whereby the mo- 
bile stations in response to said message shorten that cyclic time period dur- 
ing which they send at least once a location update message to the other parts 
of the system. 

A. Method according to any one of the claims 1 to 3, c h a r a c - 
30 terized in that an information on the number of those mobile stations in 
which a traffic connection is going on at a predetermined moment is also 
stored in said statistics. 

5. Cellular radio system comprising a mobile telephone exchange 
(MSC), base stations (BTS1 to BTS5) and mobile stations (MS), the geo- 
35 graphical area covered by the cellular radio system being divided into location 
areas (LA1 to LA3) and the mobile stations being arranged to send location 
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update messages by radio to the base stations (BTS1 to BTS5) in predeter- 
mined situations, characterized in that the system comprises 

storing means arranged in a base station controller (BSC1) for 
monitoring (6) location update messages received by the base stations and for 
5 storing data contained in the location update messages in a memory means 
(7) in response to detecting a location update message, and 

means (6) for transmitting the data stored in the memory means 
further to an operator of the system for an estimation of the need of capacity 
for the different parts of the system on the basis of the data stored in the 
10 memory means (7). 

6. Cellular radio system according to claim 5, character- 
ized in that the storing means are further arranged to store in the memory 
means (7) an information showing the number of those mobile stations which 
have a traffic connection going on at a predetermined moment. 
15 7. Cellular radio system according to claim 5 or 6, character- 

ized in that said storing means store in the memory means (7) at least an 
information on through which base station (BTS1 to BTS5) a location update 
message has been received and on the identifier (LA 1 to LA3) of the preced- 
ing location area contained in the location update message. 
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